3i8	MENTAL AND SOCIAL ASPECTS 1886-1900
Acland, whose after career was dimmed by ill health, was one
of the ablest men in those two governments and, incidentally,
their chief go-between in dealing with labour. He brought to
his task more understanding perhaps than any previous vice-
president, and his Code for Evening Schools (1893) was a distinct
advance. So in its way was his drastic circular calling for reports
upon the defects in school buildings; for though its immediate
outcome was much cry and little wool, it did at least force to the
front the problem of bad accommodation in the voluntary schools,
for which, one way or other, some remedy was urgent. Later he
induced Gladstone to appoint a royal commission on secondary
education, with Bryce as chairman; and at the end of 1894 he
was able to form in his department a special inquiries branch with
Mr. (afterwards Sir) Michael Sadler at its head to investigate and
report on systems and methods of education abroad. It was
Sadler who, by appointing as his assistant R. L. Morant, intro-
duced to the department the man who in a few years' time was
to re-model English educational machinery.
The Bryce Commission proved a singularly fruitful one; but to
understand its task we must go back a little. The leading educa-
tional feature of these years was the attempt to build up for the
first time in England a national system of technical education.
The starting-point was the Technical Instruction Act, 1889.
Our leading industrial competitors—the United States, Ger-
many, France, Belgium, and Switzerland—had all started from
twenty-five to forty years earlier.
Technical education in modern England, like most other
things, had begun with unco-ordinated private enterprise. In
1823 Dr. Birkbeck, encouraged by Lord Brougham, started the
London Mechanics* Institute. By 1850 there were 622 mechanics'
institutes in England and Wales with over 600,000 members.
Here might have been the bases of a great system, but it proved
otherwise; the institutes passed from the mechanics to the
middle class. Partly it was that as yet too few artisans had had
an elementary education; partly, that for too few, as yet, could
a knowledge of science be of direct use. Besides technology as a
subject was in its infancy. However, the movement led to the
development of national examination systems; at first by volun-
tary bodies—the College of Preceptors (in 1853) and the Society
of Arts (in 1856-7); and then from 1859 onwards by the state, as
represented by the department of science and art at South

